Notes on the American Renaissance: 


I. The Concept of the American Renaissance 
-term generally used to designate the literary culture of the US 
between 1820 and the Civil War (1861) 


-comparatively recent term, coined by Harvard professor F. O 
Matthiessen in a book of the same name, published in 1941 


-in that book, M. used the term to legitimize American lit., to suggest 
that in the works of Emerson, Thoreau, Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, and 
Whitman, American lit had undergone a great leap forward, just as 
English lit had in the time of Shakespeare, Spenser and Milton 


-scholars today point to the limitations of the model---M’s renaissance 
focuses almost solely on a small group of male writers from 
Massachusetts and New York; ignores important swathes of American 
lit at the time (female writers, people of color, white writers of the 
American south); but the majority of them seek to adopt rather than 
discard M’s model, as it is useful for pointing to the growing 
confidence, sophistication, and sense of a shared national identity 
(even a national destiny) that tends to mark the literature of this 
period 


II. American Romanticism: Prehistory of the American 
Renaissance 

-we’ve observed the developing sense of a distinctive American 
identity in such varied documents as the Declaration of Independence, 
Letters from an American Farmer, and Phyllis Wheatley’s Poem to 
George Washington; American victory in the revolutionary war 
encourages calls for a distinctively American literature and culture---- 
those calls reach a crescendo in the wake of the war of 1812 


-replaying of the American revolution---British march on Washington, 
burn the White House and Capitol 


-1815: war culminates with a great military victory at the Battle of 
New Orleans by Andrew Jackson---Jackson as victor of New Orleans, 
subsequently as Indian fighter and U. S. president becomes a symbol 
of the energy, expansionism, and democratic egalitarianism of the 
new nation; Jackson is born not in the Virginia or Massachusetts 
upper middle class, but in the Carolina backwoods, comes to office as 
a result of the great expansion of the vote to working people 
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-in the wake of Jackson’s victory, American intellectuals call for an 
analogous break from England on the literary front; Solyman Brown: 
“The proudest freedom to which a nation can aspire, not excepting 
even political independence, is found in complete emancipation from 
literary thralldom.” 


-and indeed, in the 1820’s, American literature boasts a growing 
nationalist movement, most prominently in the sketches and short 
fiction of Washington Irving, the historical novels of James Fenimore 
Cooper, and the poetry of William Cullen Bryant 


-of course, these works could hardly form a separate literature from 
England----they were written in English and clearly revealed the 
influence of English writers 

-they also partook of that transnational movement of the early 
nineteenth century that cultural critics have designated Romanticism 


-term is complex, but several elements are important for our purposes 
1) Romanticism revolts against the 18" century privileging or reason 
and rationality (that we saw clearly in Franklin and Jefferson); 
instead, Romanticism embraces the imagination, intuition, the fancy, 
the irrational, the unconscious; where the thinkers of the 
Enlightenment were contemptuous of superstition, traditional 
religion, and the supernatural in general, the Romantics are 
fascinated by them; whereas Enlightenment thinkers valued balance, 
stoicism, and restraint, Romantics advocated passion, indulgence of 
the emotions, and feeling 


2) Allied to this is a new attitude toward Nature; whereas the 18" 
century saw nature as flawed and needing human improvement (the 
elaborate landscape gardens of the 18" century aristocracy), the 
Romantics worship Nature in all its untamed and wild vitality 

[cf. “Thanatopsis,” “To a Waterfowl” ] 


3) New attitude toward the past: gone is the neo-classical worship of 
ancient Greece and Rome that we glimpsed in Phyllis Wheatley’s 
poem to Washington; this is replaced by a fascination with more 
traditional, “organic” societies, like those of the European Middle 
Ages or so-called “primitive,” non-European peoples; this is the era in 
which Rousseau’s figure of the Noble Savage, the free, instinctive 
man living in nature, unspoiled by the corruptions of civilization and 
society, becomes a cultural ideal 

[cf. “An Indian at the Burying-Ground of his Fathers” ] 


4) New attitudes toward “maturity”: era witnesses what some cultural 
commentators have dubbed the “birth of childhood,” eg. the 
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recognition and valorization of childhood as an autonomous and 
distinct phase of human growth; rather than seeing children as 
miniature adults as the Puritans did (cf. Jonathan Edwards at the end 
of his sermon), the romantics see children as qualitatively superior to 
adults: they are pure, intuitive, straightforward, filled with feeling and 
imagination, closer to the world of nature; oftentimes, this dovetails 
with a new sentimental attitude toward children, which sees them as 
providing relief for adults harried by the anxieties of the world 

[cf. “The Village Blacksmith,” “The Children’s Hour” ] 


-but this literature did emerge as distinctly nationalist in some key 
ways: 

* dedication to republican ideas, notably in their shrewd, resourceful, 
rough and ready pioneer protagonists (Cooper’s Natty Bumpo, aka the 
Deerslayer, which has interesting connotations in light of de 
Crévecoeur’s characterization of frontiersmen) 

* focus on the phenomena of westward expansion and the frontier, 
including attention to the fate of Native Americans 

* fascination with the natural landscape of the American continent, 
and the moral meanings that could be derived from it 

*a reverent attitude toward the heroic rebellion of the American 
Revolution, coupled with an anxiety that such stalwart individualism 
may be giving way to social timidity and conformity [cf. “Old 
Ironsides} 


-these writers thus laid the groundwork for the artists that 
Matthiessen identified as the participants in his renaissance----nearly 
all of them were actively publishing from the 1830s to 1850s 


III. Historical Developments of the Period 1820-1860 


1) Territorial Expansion 

-Louisiana Purchase in 1803 nearly doubles the size of the country; 
in the 1830s and 40s, war with Mexico and annexation in the 
Pacific Northwest would continue to add to the area of the nation 
and to fuel the myth of manifest destiny---the idea, nascent in John 
Smith and Crevecoeur, that America is destined to dominate the 
continent and the hemisphere---westward expansion and 
settlement is a key aspect of life in this period 


2) Industrialization, Urbanization and Immigration 


-while Crevecoeur saw a nation of sturdy, independent farmers, 
period witnesses 
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epochal shifts in the American economy; diversified family farm 
increasingly replaced by single crop plantations supported by 
slavery; northern economy replaces artisan production (cf. 
Franklin’s printing shop) with automated, large scale industrial 
concerns, beginning with textile mills of New England 


-gap between rich and poor widens significantly during this period 


-urbanization; growth of large cities, especially New York, 
Philadelphia, Boston; Irish Catholic immigrants pour into urban 
centers to stoke new industrial economy; significant religious and 
cultural tensions between them and native Protestants 


-numerous reform movements (Temperance, agitation for labor 
regulation, Abolitionism, beginning of movement for women’s 
rights: Seneca Falls Convention, 1848) 


3) Regional Tensions 

-as Crevecoeur envisioned, country is increasingly polarized by 
issues of slavery, states’ rights and tariffs; passage of Compromise 
of 1820 does little to retard the growth of a powerful abolitionist 
movement, sense of a country divided; by 1830 approximately two 
million “assimilated” slaves-Africans speaking English and doing 
plantation work-living in the U.S. 


4) Shifts in Religious Belief 

-Crevecoeur had predicted the withering away of sectarianism and 
a general lessening of religious belief; this indeed occurs during 
this period, although the history is complex 
-Deistic/Enlightenment ideas of the Founding Fathers continue to 
play a powerful role in American life 

-new scientific ideas coming from Europe, German “higher 
criticism” of the Bible, burgeoning growth of capitalism also play 
their part 

-trend exemplified in the creed of Unitarianism----Christian sect 
that denies the Trinity and the divinity of Jesus; discards Puritan 
belief that human beings are depraved by nature and in need of 
God’s mercy----tend to be highly intellectual, politically liberal 
(Emerson began his career as a Unitarian minister) 

-religion would not cease to play a key role in American life and 
thought (evangelical Second Great Awakening occurs during this 
time), but the religious impulse would find expression in different 
directions 

a) worship of nature and the individual conscience, such as we find 
in Transcendentalsim 
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b) a new, quasi-religious attitude toward women as pure and 
selfless angels; Poe in the 1840s will call the death of a beautiful 
woman “the most fruitful subject for literature 


IV. Literary Trends of the Renaissance Era 


1) writers respond to calls for national literature to act as a beacon 
to the world (Emerson, “The American Scholar” encourages 
American writers to “lead in new age...inspired by the Divine 
Soul which also inspires all men” ) 

2) interest in new economic, urban, regional problems (writers 
address slavery, labor issues, urbanization, mechanization, the 
role of women) 

3) book publishing goes from being artisanal to corporate---from 
local printing presses to mechanized publishers with national 
distribution 

4) absence of consistent, enforceable copyright laws render it 
difficult to make a living by writing books 

5) explosion of newspapers and magazines offer alternative 

opportunities (everything from the Atlantic Monthly to Godey’s 

Ladies Book) 

gendering of American literary life: popularity of novels by 

female authors (Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin [1852]; male 

authors jealously guard their prerogatives as artists producing 
serious literature (Hawthorne: “damned mob of female 
scribblers”) contrasting those like Atlantic Monthly editor, 

Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who endorsed this development 

near the end of the era, stating: “There can be no question that 

the present epoch is initiating an empire of the higher reason, of 
arts, affections, aspirations; and for that epoch the genius of 

woman has been reserved” (1859) 
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